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Sermon for the Wedding of Jason Jaton and Lydia Schulz ~ June 19, 2010

As Long As You Both Shall Live

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Jason and Lydia, what an honor and privilege it is to be able join you and the rest of your family and friends on this very special day.  This is a joyous occasion, a festive occasion.  But we should not forget that this is also a somber occasion, one of the most important days of your life.  The words that you say will be among the most important you will ever speak.  So when you make your vows today, I want you to pay close attention to those words.  For the vows you will make will not be easy or light.  They will be most serious.  And they are permanently binding: “As long as you both shall live.”


Yet, you won’t vow to do what is beyond your control.  You won’t make vows that promise that you will always feel a certain way.  Take love, for instance: I know you two love each other—and that’s good!  But your vows won’t promise that you will always have that “in love” feeling.  You won’t promise that you will always be happy, or have warm, fuzzy feelings that will never wither or weaken.  Those are emotions—and marriage vows are not pledges of emotion, but pledges based on outward actions.

Before God and these witnesses, I will ask you what you intend to do, not what you will always feel.  Jason, will you have Lydia as your wife?  Lydia, will you have Jason as your husband?  Will you remain with each other, even unto death?  You will make those vows today not knowing what may happen, whether in prosperity or adversity, even unto death.  “Till death us do part,” you both will vow.  

We pray that that day will be many years down the road for both of you.  But there is a sense in which that dying starts today!  I don’t mean that as a joke.  I don’t wish to make light of God’s institution of marriage, or to degrade it in any way.  I take marriage seriously.  More importantly, God takes marriage seriously.   

“Until death parts you.”  As long as you both shall live.”  That is serious, isn’t it?  It should be.  That’s because part of you dies today: the old part, the individual part, the self.  

Marriage is not (as some might try to paint it) the death of fun.  Marriage is not the death of freedom.  For you, today may even be the beginning of true fun and true freedom.  It could be the beginning of a real understanding of what life is really all about.  

But marriage is a death, nonetheless.  It is a death to yourself and to your self-seeking ways.  You now are promising before God and the people assembled here today that there is at least one other human being whose needs and desires you will place before your own.

Today you will say, “for better, for worse.”  And yet when “worse” comes, you may be tempted to think that marriage has given you more than you bargained for, more than you can take.  It is then you should remember Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s quote about commitment: “It is not your love that sustains the marriage, but from now on, the marriage that sustains your love.”  It is then, especially, that you need to die.  It is then that you need to die to self, so that each can live in love and respect toward the other “as long as you both shall live.”  

“Unto death” means not only unto death; it means even through sickness, poverty, mood swings, quarrels, household chores, and a leaky roof.  It means bearing each other’s burdens and pains.  For marriage is serious… as serious as death!

Marriage is a mystery like the Church herself.  And we have no better picture of this than the words we heard from our Epistle: “Christ loved the Church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the Word.”

Yes, Christ gave Himself up for you by dying for you.  He did so because you needed Him to, for your eternal well-being.  For it’s in His death that Jesus paid the penalties for your sins to free you to live in Him.  “Husbands, love your wives,” in the same way that Jesus loves His Church.  Jason, if need be, go all the way to death for Lydia, even if she’s a sinner, which she is.  But all the same, forgive Lydia, die to yourself, and love her as Christ loves the Church.

And wives, “Submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”  That’s not going to be easy, either.  Lydia, many times you might think you know better.  You might think that if the Apostle Paul had only known Jason, he wouldn’t have written that “submit” part.  But don’t be tricked into thinking that way!  Remember, Paul wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  These are the words of God Himself!  It’s especially in the more difficult times, Lydia, that you need to remember those words.  For that is how you die, die to yourself, and live, respecting your husband.

In all of this, notice how the Lord is in the thick of it all.  He doesn’t just say, “Submit to your husband,” he says, “Submit to your husband as to the Lord.”  He doesn’t just say, Love your wife,” he says. “Love your wife just as Christ loved the Church.”

That’s why the vows and promises you make to each other are but a copy of the vows and promises Jesus has made to you.  Every word you say to God—and to each other—about who you will be in your marriage, Christ has already said and done for you!  For both of you are—first of all—Christ’s holy, beloved, and purest Bride, His Church.

God has received you in the waters of Holy Baptism, placed His name on you, and brought you into His life.  God has loved and comforted you.  He has honored and kept you.  He has been faithful even unto death—death on a cross!  This He does out of His divine goodness and mercy, not because of any merit or worthiness in you.

Why is God’s love toward you so remarkable?  It’s because His love for you doesn’t grow based on the way that you treat Him, or make Him feel.  God’s love isn’t based on feeling “in-love.”  Instead, He does the hard work of loving you.

For God’s love isn’t an emotion; it’s an action and a promise.  It’s not conditional, fickle, or fleeting.  It’s based on who He is as God.  His love, His reckless forgiveness, His wish for you to be His and to enjoy His blessings at His expense—He shows all that to you in the life-giving death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  That’s what makes sinners saints.  That’s what makes you, Jason and Lydia, holy in God’s sight.

And that’s also the way of Christian marriage.  For this is the truth: you won’t keep your promises like Jesus keeps His.  You’ll try—and you should try with all your being—but you’ll also mess up.  At times you will fail spectacularly.  Your sins will hurt others, especially those whom you love.  Lydia, your sins will most especially hurt Jason.  Jason, your sins will most especially hurt Lydia.  

That’s why each marriage needs two good forgivers.  Unfortunately, forgiveness does not come naturally to sinners like you and me.  But fortunately, you don’t have to rely upon yourself.  God’s forgiveness and compassion, His grace and unwavering love, will strengthen you to forgive, love, and respect.  That is why it is important for you to remain in the Lifelines of Love, in God’s Word and Sacrament.  That is why it is important for you to go to worship together, to hear the Good News of Jesus Christ preached and receive His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith.  That is why it is important to set aside time for personal and family devotions.  In these means of grace, God continues to bring His free and abundant grace.

When you are living in God’s grace, He frees you to do what you have vowed.  You are freed to be faithful, freed to love, freed to respect, and most of all, freed to be forgiving.  Even when your feelings have left for a season, even when you hurt or feel embarrassed, let the love of Christ dwell in you richly, that you might be motivated, equipped, and enabled to live out Christ’s forgiveness to each other.

It’s in that power of Christ’s forgiveness that you can turn and say, “I forgive you.  And I ask you to forgive me.”  That’s when you’ll be dead… dead you yourself and alive to God and each other.  In those moments when you die to your selfishness—you will be most alive together in Christ, even as He is risen from the dead and lives and reigns to all eternity.  

Live with each other in such forgiveness for as long as you both shall live.  For that’s who you are in Christ Jesus—two good forgivers, two forgiven sinners.  Indeed, you are forgiven for all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  

